The Ideas of Carol Bacchi and The Suffragists of Halifax: A Review Essay on 
                    Liberation Deffered? The Ideas of the English Canadian Suffragists. 1877-1918. 
                    University of Toronto Press, 1983. by Forbes, Ernest

Atlantis Vol. 10 No. 2 
Spring printrmps 1985 
The Ideas of Carol 
Bacchi and The 
Suffragists of 
Halifax: 
A Review Essay on 
Liberation Deffered? 
The Ideas of the 
English Canadian 
Suffragists. 1877-1918. 
University of Toronto Press, 
1983. 
Ernest Forbes 
University of New Brunswick 
D u r i n g the t h i r t y - f o u r years s ince the appear -
ance of C a t h e r i n e C l e v e r d o n ' s p i o n e e r i n g s tudy 
of the suffrage m o v e m e n t i n C a n a d a , n e w sour-
ces have become ava i lab le , the h i s t o r i o g r a p h y o n 
the progressive r e f o r m m o v e m e n t has advanced 
r a p i d l y , a n d the f i e l d of w o m e n ' s studies has 
b e g u n to c o m e i n t o its o w n . 1 In f o c u s i n g o n the 
t h o u g h t of the E n g l i s h - C a n a d i a n suffragists 
f r o m 1877 to 1918, B a c c h i a t tempts a m u c h -
needed r e v i s i o n i n the ana lys i s of the m o v e m e n t . 
T h e result is a t i g h t l y - o r g a n i z e d s tudy, w h i c h 
sketches the s o c i a l a n d i n t e l l e c t u a l b a c k g r o u n d 
of the suffragists i n a series of b r o a d a n d of ten 
controvers ia l strokes. T h e n e w assessment refuses 
to accept reformers ' o w n rat ionales for their m o t -
i v a t i o n . Instead, it l o o k s for m o r e object ive cr i te-
r i a i n a n e m p h a s i s o n class; i t seeks to re-assess 
w o m e n leaders i n the l i g h t of the m o d e r n f e m i -
nis t p o s i t i o n that the acceptance of any ro le d i s -
t i n c t i o n s based o n gender are c o u n t e r - p r o d u c t i v e ; 
a n d it tries to eschew i n d i v i d u a l a n d p e r s o n a l 
j u d g e m e n t s for g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s based o n a g r o u p 
s a m p l e . L a u d a b l e as these g o a l s m a y be, they 
l e a d to p r o b l e m s i n this s t u d y . T h e repet i t ive 
i n v o c a t i o n of class o f ten gives the i m p r e s s i o n of 
r e d u c t i o n i s m , the c o n d e m n a t i o n of past w o m e n 
leaders raises the q u e s t i o n as to w h e t h e r their 
m o t i v a t i o n has been f u l l y u n d e r s t o o d , a n d the 
s a m p l e a n a l y s i s suggests a l ack of s o p h i s t i c a t i o n 
i n the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f q u a n t i t a t i v e data . I n 
a n o t h e r sense B a c c h i ' s s tudy is a h i s t o r i o g r a p h i c 
regress ion , a b a n d o n i n g as it does C l e v e r d o n ' s 
p a n o r a m i c r e g i o n a l a p p r o a c h for a n a r r o w focus 
o n C e n t r a l C a n a d a . 
B a c c h i argues that the suffrage m o v e m e n t i n 
C a n a d a was a h i g h l y conservat ive one . Intro-
d u c e d by a s m a l l c l i q u e of g e n u i n e feminis ts , it 
was later d o m i n a t e d by s o c i a l reformers w h o s e 
m o t i v e s were dif ferent ; " . . . the female suffragists 
d i d not fail to effect a s o c i a l r e v o l u t i o n for 
w o m e n , " B a c c h i m a i n t a i n s ; " t h e m a j o r i t y never 
h a d a r e v o l u t i o n i n m i n d . " (p. 148) E a c h c h a p t e r 
leads to v i r t u a l l y the same c o n c l u s i o n ; the suf-
fragists b e l o n g e d to a p r o f e s s i o n a l a n d i n d u s t r i a l 
e l i te w h o felt threatened by s o c i a l changes 
b r o u g h t o n by i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n ; they s o u g h t not 
to b a s i c a l l y al ter the system b u t m e r e l y to s l o w 
the pace of s u c h changes . T h e s o c i a l g o s p e l 
w h i c h l e d m e n a n d w o m e n to seek reforms a n d 
s o m e to become suffragists as a means of achiev-
i n g t h e m was essent ia l ly a n a t tempt by the m i d -
d l e classes to prevent a m o r e f u n d a m e n t a l trans-
f o r m a t i o n . B y a c c e p t i n g a n d stressing the t e r m i n -
o l o g y of a separate " m a t e r n a l " sphere for w o m e n 
a n d at m o s t a " h o u s e k e e p i n g " ro le i n society, the 
s o c i a l re formers u n d e r c u t f e m i n i s t s w h o s o u g h t 
o c c u p a t i o n a l a n d d o m e s t i c e q u a l i t y . T e m p e r -
ance s u p p o r t e r s became suffragists to s t rengthen 
the d r y vote. B u t t e m p e r a n c e was not a f e m i n i s t 
c rusade . T h e g o a l of the p r o h i b i t i o n i s t s was to 
i m p o s e p u r i t a n i c a l middle -c lass values o n society 
i n order to moderate soc ia l change . T h e presence 
of a l a r g e g r o u p of " t e m p e r a n c e w o m e n " d i l u t e d 
a n d softened the f e m i n i s m of the suffrage m o v e -
m e n t . E v e n the m o r e s o p h i s t i c a t e d " s e c u l a r " 
re formers were b a s i c a l l y m o r a l i s t i c o r h u m a n i t -
a r i a n rather t h a n f e m i n i s t i n their m o t i v a t i o n . 
T h e i r a d m i n i s t r a t i v e structures reflected a m i x -
ture o f c lass a n d p e r s o n a l a m b i t i o n s w h i c h 
created r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s for a few w o m e n w h i l e 
the m a j o r i t y were t o l d to stay i n the h o m e . T h e 
suffragists o p p o s e d venereal disease because it 
threatened the s u r v i v a l o f the race a n d p r o s t i t u -
t i o n because it c h a l l e n g e d the " v a l u e s , a u t h o r i t y 
a n d goals of the Protestant soc ia l e l i t e . " W h i l e 
some were o f fended at the s e x u a l d o u b l e s tand-
a r d , s y m p a t h i z e d w i t h i n d i v i d u a l prost i tutes 
a n d sought m o r e e q u i t a b l e m a r r i a g e a n d d i v o r c e 
laws , their tactics of d e m a n d i n g chast i ty for b o t h 
sexes retarded l i b e r a t i o n t h r o u g h b i r t h c o n t r o l 
a n d re in forced w o m e n ' s i m a g e o f s u p e r i o r m o r -
a l i t y . C l a s s l o y a l t y took precedence over s e x u a l 
l o y a l t y a n d b l o c k e d the c o - o p e r a t i o n of suf fra-
gists w i t h the f a r m a n d l a b o u r w o m e n ' s g r o u p s . 
T h e suffrage m o v e m e n t f i n a l l y succeeded as p o l -
i t i c i a n s came to real ize that a m o v e m e n t d o m i -
nated by conservat ive reformers offered n o f e m i -
nist threat; w o m e n c o u l d safely be g i v e n the 
b a l l o t w h e n it seemed p o l i t i c a l l y expedient to d o 
so. 
T h i s p i c t u r e is der ived i n part f r o m a n e x a m i -
n a t i o n of some 200 suffragists , 156 of w h o m were 
w o m e n . U n f o r t u n a t e l y , the s a m p l e is s m a l l , its 
members far f r o m t y p i c a l a n d the genera l iza -
t ions d r a w n somet imes exaggerated. F o r e x a m -
p l e , i n d i s c u s s i n g the ro le of h i g h e r e d u c a t i o n i n 
p r o d u c i n g suffragists , B a c c h i c l a i m s that i t 
" p r o v i d e d a c o m m o n d e n o m i n a t o r for the ent ire 
m e m b e r s h i p . " T h e statistics offered s h o w that 
93% of the select g r o u p received some f o r m of 
post -secondary e d u c a t i o n . W e then l earn f r o m a 
footnote that the e d u c a t i o n a l b a c k g r o u n d of 73 
o f the 156 w o m e n c o u l d n o t be ascer ta ined. A 
m o m e n t ' s re f lec t ion r e m i n d s one that those rare 
w o m e n w h o h a d u n i v e r s i t y degrees w o u l d u n -
l i k e l y have h i d d e n t h e m . I n o ther w o r d s " t h e 
ent i re m e m b e r s h i p " d r o p s to a b o u t h a l f the 
g r o u p . B u t since the s a m p l e is m a d e u p of the 
executives of suffrage societies, this tells us o n l y 
that the 10,000 r a n k a n d f i le m e m b e r s h a d a h i g h 
respect for e d u c a t i o n a l a c h i e v e m e n t i n c h o o s i n g 
their leaders. It does not te l l us w h y they or their 
leaders became suffragists . M o s t a g g r a v a t i n g for 
the s c h o l a r w h o w o u l d evaluate or b u i l d o n Bac-
c h i ' s ev idence is the absence of v i t a l i n f o r m a t i o n 
a b o u t the i n d i v i d u a l s i n the s a m p l e g r o u p , 
i n c l u d i n g their names , their societies a n d their 
g e o g r a p h i c a l l o c a t i o n . 
U n d e r g r a d u a t e students a n d n o n - s p e c i a l i s t s 
i n the f i e l d w i l l f i n d this b o o k a n eas i ly - read 
i n t r o d u c t i o n to the suffrage m o v e m e n t i n C a n -
ada . H o w e v e r , s tudents m a y be c o n f u s e d by Bac-
c h i ' s j u x t a p o s i t i o n of s i m i l a r terms w i t h dif fer-
ent m e a n i n g s . She states that the " m a j o r i t y " of 
suffragists were " l i b e r a l re formers " i n the B r i t i s h 
t r a d i t i o n w h i l e a " s m a l l e r n u m b e r " were " c o m -
m i t t e d C o n s e r v a t i v e s . " (p.44) H e r later sugges-
t i o n that " i d e o l o g i c a l l y a l l L i b e r a l s o u g h t to 
have endorsed w o m e n suffrage a n d al 1 C o n s e r v a -
tives to have o p p o s e d i t " is e q u a l l y b a f f l i n g , 
(p. 136) B u t these c rudi t ies are not character is t ic . 
Indeed, i f t e a c h i n g were o n l y the art of s i m p l i f i -
c a t i o n this w o r k w o u l d rate c o m m e n d a t i o n for 
that p u r p o s e . B u t scholars i n the f i e l d w i l l f i n d 
the degree of o v e r - s i m p l i f i c a t i o n h a r d to accept. 
T h e rise of the s o c i a l g o s p e l , for ins tance , is 
a t t r i b u t e d to a s i n g l e f a c t o r — d e c l i n i n g congre-
gat ions . M o r e o v e r , Bacchi ' s use of p r i m a r y mater-
ia ls o n w o m e n ' s o r g a n i z a t i o n s i n C a n a d a is less 
t h a n c o m p r e h e n s i v e . A l t h o u g h she refers to the 
p r o b l e m s of suffrage societies " f r a g m e n t e d b o t h 
by g e o g r a p h y a n d i d e o l o g y " a n d t r o u b l e d by 
" s e c t i o n a l i s m , " the s tudy is large ly c o n f i n e d to 
societies i n M o n t r e a l a n d T o r o n t o a n d t w o cities 
o n the P r a i r i e s , (p.35) T h e records of even suf-
frage societies i n the M a r i t i m e s were a p p a r e n t l y 
not c o n s u l t e d . 2 
Because this w o r k glosses over the m o v e m e n t 
i n the M a r i t i m e s , it is u s e f u l to test its conten-
t ions i n a l o o k at the suffragists of a c i ty there. A s 
B a c c h i general izes , the H a l i f a x m o v e m e n t was 
o r i g i n a l l y i n t r o d u c e d by a dedicated g r o u p of 
f e m i n i s t s . T h r e e of t h e s e — A n n a L e o n o w e n s , 
E l i z a R i t c h i e , a n d E d i t h A r c h i b a l d were a p p a r -
ent ly i n c l u d e d i n B a c c h i ' s l ist of suffrage leaders. 
A l l c o u l d be sa id to b e l o n g to the p r o f e s s i o n a l 
a n d i n d u s t r i a l classes. 3 B u t hereafter B a c c h i ' s 
m o d e l does not r e a d i l y a p p l y . A r c h i b a l d , as pres-
i d e n t o f the M a r i t i m e W C T U , was i n B a c c h i ' s 
c a t e g o r i z a t i o n m e r e l y a " t e m p e r a n c e s u f f r a g i s t " 
a n d R i t c h i e w i t h her P h . D . a n d u n i v e r s i t y p o s i -
t i o n a " s t r a i g h t s u f f r a g i s t . " Ye t A r c h i b a l d was 
the m o r e o u t s p o k e n f e m i n i s t . She h e l p e d f o u n d 
a j o u r n a l e n t i t l e d Equal Suffrage, w o r k e d to 
o r g a n i z e l o c a l c o u n c i l s of w o m e n a n d even 
e n g a g e d M L A C . J . W i l c o x i n p u b l i c debate o n 
the suffrage issue. 4 N o r d i d the o r i g i n a l f emin is t s 
lose c o n t r o l of suffrage a c t i v i t y i n H a l i f a x as the 
j o u r n a l i s t , M r s . E . M . M u r r a y , d i scovered i n 1914 
w h e n she t r ied to f o r m a suf f rage g r o u p of her 
o w n , o n l y to w i n d u p deposed as pres ident a n d 
offered the p o s i t i o n of l i b r a r i a n . A l t h o u g h L e o n -
o w e n s left H a l i f a x i n 1897, A r c h i b a l d a n d R i t -
c h i e teamed u p w i t h t w o other f e m i n i s t s , A g n e s 
D e n n i s a n d M a y S e x t o n to direct w o m e n ' s 
o r g a n i z a t i o n s i n H a l i f a x u n t i l after the G r e a t 
W a r . 5 P r e f e r r i n g , after the i r suffrage defeats of 
the 1890s, to w o r k t h r o u g h the L o c a l C o u n c i l of 
W o m e n , these w o m e n w a i t e d o n the suffrage 
issue u n t i l , i n R i t c h i e ' s w o r d s , " t h e t i m e was 
r i p e . " 6 
D e s p i t e their c a u t i o n o n the suf frage issue, the 
H a l i f a x C o u n c i l endorsed causes w h i c h i n Bac-
c h i ' s terms w o u l d be c o n s i d e r e d r a d i c a l . I n 1908, 
w h e n the " m a j o r i t y " of suffragis ts were s u p -
p o s e d l y c o m m i t t e d to the bel ief that w o m e n 
s h o u l d stay i n the h o m e , the C o u n c i l l a u n c h e d a 
c a m p a i g n for a n i n d u s t r i a l s c h o o l to p r o v i d e 
career t r a i n i n g for w o m e n at H a l i f a x . T h e 
w o m e n l o b b i e d o n the issue for years at the p r o -
v i n c i a l level a n d later presented their case to the 
federal R o y a l C o m m i s s i o n o n T e c h n i c a l E d u c a -
t i o n . 7 A t a t i m e w h e n B a c c h i says that m o s t 
suf f ragis ts p u t aside f e m i n i s t c o n c e r n s for the 
w a r effort , the H a l i f a x C o u n c i l t r i ed to use the 
w a r to o p e n n e w e m p l o y m e n t o p p o r t u n i t i e s for 
w o m e n t h r o u g h the c r e a t i o n of a w o m e n ' s 
e m p l o y m e n t b u r e a u . T h e y persisted i n their 
efforts i n spi te of the ins is tence by H a l i f a x 
e m p l o y e r s that they were n o t needed a n d even i n 
the face of the e m p l o y e r s ' steadfast refusal to h i r e 
the w o m e n w h o m these suf f ragis ts p u t f o r w a r d . 8 
It w o u l d be i r o n i c i n d e e d i f the H a l i f a x w o m e n , 
l o n g des ignated conservat ive by C l e v e r d o n be-
cause they d i d n o t m a i n t a i n suf f ragis t o r g a n i z a -
t ions , w o u l d n o w a p p e a r r a d i c a l because they 
e m p h a s i z e d other issues. O n e suspects, however , 
that the a n o m a l y arises f r o m B a c c h i ' s exaggera-
t i o n of o ther suffragists ' lack of f e m i n i s t c o n c e r n . 
I n t r y i n g to e s t a b l i s h class as the d e t e r m i n i n g 
factor, B a c c h i c o n s i s t e n t l y m i n i m i z e s the i m p o r -
tance of a d i s t i n c t w o m e n ' s perspect ive . T h u s the 
temperance m o v e m e n t is treated as m o n o l i t h i c 
a n d p r o n o u n c e d n o n - f e m i n i s t i n nature . T h i s , 
of course , is to o v e r l o o k the p o s s i b l e f e m i n i s t 
mot ives of m a n y w h o j o i n e d — e s p e c i a l l y those 
w h o j o i n e d the W C T U . B y the t i m e of C o n f e d -
e r a t i o n the S o n s of T e m p e r a n c e h a d emerged as 
the m a i n s t r e a m t e m p e r a n c e o r g a n i z a t i o n i n the 
M a r i t i m e s . T h e N o v a Sco t ia m e m b e r s h i p of 
a p p r o x i m a t e l y 15,000 w a s m o r e t h a n o n e - t h i r d 
w o m e n a n d by the 1890s w o m e n h e l d execut ive 
p o s i t i o n s i n the l o c a l d i v i s i o n s a n d of ten repres-
ented t h e m o n the G r a n d C o u n c i l . 9 T h a t a p p r o x i -
mate ly 1500 saw the need to j o i n a n e x c l u s i v e l y 
w o m e n ' s o r g a n i z a t i o n suggests that they were 
c o n s c i o u s of p e r s o n a l a n d g r o u p needs w h i c h 
were not met by the t r a d i t i o n a l societies. T h e 
l o c a l branches of the W C T U i n c l u d e d a m o n g 
their concerns battered wives a n d c h i l d r e n , the 
d o u b l e s e x u a l s t a n d a r d a n d venereal disease, a n d 
i n the 1890s a w o m e n ' s c a m p a i g n for peace 
t h r o u g h i n t e r n a t i o n a l a r b i t r a t i o n . 1 0 W h i l e the 
W C T U m a y have exaggerated the assoc ia t ion of 
s u c h p r o b l e m s w i t h booze, its a t t rac t ion for 
w o m e n of a f e m i n i s t bent is u n d e r s t a n d a b l e . 
M a n y W C T U m e m b e r s p r o b a b l y endorsed w o m -
en's suffrage, n o t because of a n obsessive a b h o r -
rence of l i q u o r , b u t because w o m e n ' s suffrage 
p r o m i s e d a m o r e effective means of a t t a c k i n g the 
f e m i n i s t concerns w h i c h h a d l e d t h e m to the 
W C T U i n the f irst p lace . 
B a c c h i also appears to take p u b l i c l y - a c c e p t a b l e 
ra t iona les for c o n d u c t as s y n o n y m o u s w i t h 
a c t u a l m o t i v a t i o n . W h i l e this is a l w a y s danger-
o u s , i t is p a r t i c u l a r y so i n the case of w o m e n . 
Success fu l w o m e n leaders of necessity became 
experts at d i s s i m u l a t i o n a n d deference i n a m a l e -
d o m i n a t e d society. I l lus t ra t ive of this p o i n t is 
the H a l i f a x w o m e n ' s b i d for t e c h n i c a l educa-
t i o n . I n the C o u n c i l m i n u t e s of 1908 a n d 1909 
the w o m e n ' s goa l was c l e a r — t o o p e n avenues of 
o c c u p a t i o n a l advancement to w o m e n i n i n d u s -
try a n d to reduce the c o n f i n i n g d r u d g e r y for 
those w h o r e m a i n e d i n the h o m e . T h e y a r r a n g e d 
a m e e t i n g w i t h factory w o m e n to l earn of their 
w i s h e s a n d p o l l e d w o m e n w i t h school -age 
daughters as to their needs. T h e m o t i v a t i o n f r o m 
th is perspect ive appears f e m i n i s t . Ye t i n the 
press c a m p a i g n that f o l l o w s one l o o k s i n v a i n 
for f e m i n i s t statements. H e r e , the w o m e n ob-
v i o u s l y stressed what they bel ieved w o u l d a p p e a l 
to the m e n i n p o w e r . A n i n d u s t r i a l s c h o o l w o u l d 
increase the t r a i n e d l a b o u r force. It w o u l d be 
"better t h a n a c u r f e w " i n k e e p i n g y o u n g w o m e n 
off the street at n i g h t . W o m e n w i t h t e c h n i c a l 
t r a i n i n g w o u l d m a k e m o r e ef f ic ient servants . 1 1 
R e a d i n g o n l y the leaders' statements i n news-
papers one m i g h t c o n c l u d e that the scheme was 
m o t i v a t e d c h i e f l y by class interest a n d the m a i n -
tenance of soc ia l c o n t r o l . H a v i n g read the m i n -
utes I d o not believe it . N e i t h e r , a p p a r e n t l y , d i d 
the m e n w h o rejected their p r o p o s a l s . 
B a c c h i suggests a c o n t i n u a l l e s s e n i n g i n d is -
trust of the suffragists by p o l i t i c i a n s a n d p u b l i c 
f r o m the t i m e of J o h n A . M a c D o n a l d ' s f ranchise 
b i l l of 1883 to the later passage of the suffrage 
l e g i s l a t i o n d u r i n g a n d after the G r e a t W a r . 
(p . 135) T h i s is not o n l y f a c t u a l l y m i s l e a d i n g but 
o v e r l o o k s the effect o n the suffragists of their 
very d i s c o u r a g i n g defeats of the 1890s. A s C l e -
v e r d o n s h o w s , i n i t i a l g a i n s i n legis la t ive s u p p o r t 
i n the early par t of the decade m e l t e d away before 
its e n d i n a l m o s t every p r o v i n c e . A t the b e g i n -
n i n g of the 1890s it seemed to m a n y w o m e n that 
the i r e m a n c i p a t i o n was a l m o s t at h a n d . S o m e 
h a d l a u n c h e d their p e r s o n a l forays d i rec t ly i n t o 
m e n ' s sphere. E l i z a R i t c h i e , a second g e n e r a t i o n 
f e m i n i s t , h a v i n g c o m p l e t e d her degree at D a l -
h o u s i e a n d post -graduate studies i n p h i l o s o p h y 
at C o r n e l l , O x f o r d a n d L e i p z i g univers i t ies , h a d 
jus t b e g u n a career of u n i v e r s i t y t e a c h i n g . A 
y o u n g M a y West (later Sexton) was then devel -
o p i n g the e n t h u s i a s m w h i c h w o u l d later take 
her i n t o the science p r o g r a m m e at the M a s s a -
chusetts Inst i tute of T e c h n o l o g y . E d i t h A r c h i -
b a l d , her c h i l d r e n a l m o s t g r o w n , was r i s i n g 
t h r o u g h the echelons of W C T U l e a d e r s h i p a n d 
w o r k i n g for a greater o r g a n i z a t i o n a l u n i t y a m o n g 
C a n a d i a n w o m e n . 1 2 E v e n A g n e s D e n n i s , her 
t e a c h i n g g i v e n w a y to a d o m e s t i c career w h i c h 
i n c l u d e d the b e a r i n g of ten c h i l d r e n , c o u l d s u p -
p o r t l o c a l f e m i n i s t ac t iv i ty w h i l e f o l l o w i n g the 
reports of w o m e n ' s a t tempted b r e a k t h r o u g h s i n 
the newspapers of the p e r i o d . 
N o t o n l y was a d o c t r i n e of " w o m e n ' s r i g h t s " 
a p p a r e n t l y g a i n i n g adherents w o r l d w i d e , but 
there was evidence of some acceptance l o c a l l y . I n 
1887 the N o v a Sco t ia L e g i s l a t u r e h a d recognized 
the r i g h t of w o m e n taxpayers to vote at the 
m u n i c i p a l level a n d s u p p o r t was m o u n t i n g for 
w o m e n ' s suffrage p r o v i n c i a l l y . T h e w o m e n act i -
vists , the i r c o n f i d e n c e b u i l t i n a variety of o r g a n -
izat ions f r o m m i s s i o n a r y to Shakespearean socie-
ties were c o n d u c t i n g d r i l l s i n p a r l i a m e n t a r y 
p r o c e d u r e a n d p r e p a r i n g for a n e w role i n p u b l i c 
l i f e . 1 3 T h e W C T U l e d the way i n o p e n l y endors-
i n g w o m e n ' s suffrage a n d l a u n c h e d a c a m p a i g n 
f e a t u r i n g speakers, p a m p h l e t s a n d p e t i t i o n s for 
its i m p l e m e n t a t i o n . A few w o m e n f o r m e d a 
society devoted e x c l u s i v e l y to suffrage, but the 
f e m i n i s t energies were directed p r i m a r i l y towards 
the L o c a l C o u n c i l of W o m e n w h i c h b r o u g h t 
together 21 o r g a n i z a t i o n s to w o r k for w o m e n ' s 
causes. 
H u s b a n d s a n d fathers tended to be s y m p a -
thet ic or i n d u l g e n t as were m e m b e r s of the l o c a l 
l eg i s la ture . In 1893 a b i l l to g i v e N o v a S c o t i a 
w o m e n the vote o n the same basis as m e n passed 
second r e a d i n g by t w o votes. A t t o r n e y - g e n e r a l 
J . W . L o n g l e y o n l y prevented its passage by 
k e e p i n g it i n c o m m i t t e e u n t i l after some m e m b e r s 
h a d g o n e h o m e near the e n d of the sess ion . 1 4 T h e 
feminis ts c o n f i d e n t l y predic ted v ic tory at the next 
m e e t i n g of the L e g i s l a t u r e . 
T h a t the suffrage leaders saw the b a l l o t as a 
par t of m o r e basic s o c i a l c h a n g e m a y be inferred 
f r o m the i r statements i n t e n d e d to re-assure m e n 
that d o m e s t i c dut ies w o u l d not be neglected. 
E d i t h A r c h i b a l d p o s e d the p r o b l e m i n a p a p e r to 
the H a l i f a x L o c a l C o u n c i l i n 1896. " E v e n if we 
d o vote a n d g o v e r n a n d d o a l l k i n d s o f i n d e p e n d -
ent t h i n g s i n the near f u t u r e , the d i n n e r has got 
to be c o o k e d , " she wrote . H e r s o l u t i o n was tech-
n i c a l e d u c a t i o n for w o m e n , w h i c h c o u l d be used 
to create h i g h - s t a t u s careers for p r o f e s s i o n a l 
h o u s e w o r k e r s a n d , t h r o u g h greater domest i c 
e f f i c iency , a l l o w those w o m e n w h o chose to 
r e m a i n i n the h o m e to p a r t i c i p a t e i n outs ide 
a c t i v i t i e s . 1 5 W h e t h e r or n o t " a m a j o r i t y " of 
H a l i f a x suf fragis ts h a d " a r e v o l u t i o n i n m i n d , " 
the i r leaders were c lear ly e v o l v i n g a d e s i g n for 
basic c h a n g e i n the r o l e of w o m e n . T h e i r later 
c a m p a i g n for t e c h n i c a l e d u c a t i o n c a n be seen as 
a n a t t e m p t e d m o v e towards their u l t i m a t e objec-
tive. W h i l e the goals o f the r a n k a n d f i le are m o r e 
d i f f i c u l t to assess, it is suggest ive that they regu-
l a r l y elected f e m i n i s t s to lead t h e m a n d passed 
every m o t i o n p u t before t h e m w h i c h m i g h t be 
in terpre ted as f e m i n i s t . O f course the suffragists , 
for o b v i o u s tact ica l reasons, d i d n o t p u b l i c l y 
stress the s o c i a l i m p l i c a t i o n s of the i r p r o p o s a l s . 
It was the i r o p p o n e n t s , s u c h as J . W . L o n g l e y , 
w h o d i a g n o s e d the t h r u s t of the i r c a m p a i g n as 
c o n s t i t u t i n g a n a t t e m p t at s o c i a l r e v o l u t i o n a n d 
r a n g the a l a r m bel ls to rouse the conversat ive 
forces i n society a g a i n s t t h e m . 
A n d here they were l a rge ly successful . A l o c a l 
R o m a n C a t h o l i c o r g a n took u p the c h a l l e n g e 
d e n o u n c i n g the f e m i n i s t s a n d the " n e w w o m a n " 
i n i n c r e a s i n g l y severe t e r m s . 1 6 T h e suffrage b i l l 
was defeated i n the l e g i s l a t u r e by a s i n g l e vote i n 
1894. B y 1895 E d i t h A r c h i b a l d reported to the 
W C T U that the suffrage s t ruggle h a d entered a 
n e w level of bitterness, w h i c h she o p t i m i s t i c a l l y 
p r e d i c t e d w o u l d w i n t h e m n e w s u p p o r t . 1 7 B u t 
the reverse was true. It seemed the m o r e embat t led 
the w o m e n became the m o r e their s u p p o r t 
d w i n d l e d . I n the f irst test o f s t r e n g t h after the 
e l e c t i o n , their b i l l lost by a d o z e n votes. S u f f r a -
gis t M L A s r e t a i n e d the i r l o y a l t y b u t the n e w c o -
mers seemed to be a l l o n the o t h e r s ide. B y 1897 
there was barely a h a n d f u l to r a l l y to their 
cause . 1 8 
F e m a l e suffrage fared b a d l y o u t s i d e the legis-
la ture as w e l l . A n es t imated f ive or s ix h u n d r e d 
p e o p l e i n H a l i f a x p a i d 25 cents a h e a d to hear the 
w o m e n ' s c h a m p i o n , M a y W r i g h t S e w a l l of the 
U n i t e d States, p u b l i c l y debate the suf f rage issue 
w i t h J . W . L o n g l e y . T h e o u t c o m e was suggested 
by L a d y A b e r d e e n ' s e x p r e s s i o n of d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n 
w i t h the v i s i t o r ' s p e r f o r m a n c e . 1 9 T h e contest was 
h a r d l y a n even one . A " m a s t e r of r i d i c u l e a n d 
i n v e c t i v e , " L o n g l e y was o n h i s h o m e g r o u n d 
w i t h decades of c o u r t r o o m s a n d l e g i s l a t i v e expe-
r ience b e h i n d h i m . W h e n l o g i c f a i l e d , he c o u l d 
resort to c r u d e r i n v o c a t i o n s o f h u m o u r . J o h n 
D o u l l , a s tudent at D a l h o u s i e at the t i m e , c o n -
c l u d e d o n the basis of L o n g l e y ' s p e r f o r m a n c e s i n 
the suffrage debates that he was the "greatest 
speaker i n the c o u n t r y if no t the w o r l d . " I n the 
1960s J u d g e D o u l l , s t i l l r e m e m b e r e d a l i n e o f 
d o g g e r e l verse w i t h w h i c h L o n g l e y met the 
c l a i m of w o m e n ' s advances i n parts of the U n i -
ted States: " T h e y have w h i s k e r s o n their legs 
d o w n i n K a n s a s . " 2 0 P u b l i c c o n f r o n t a t i o n w i t h 
m a l e conservat ive forces f r e q u e n t l y exposed fem-
in is t s to r i b a l d h u m o u r as their o p p o n e n t s 
l a u n c h e d a c a m p a i g n of r i d i c u l e a g a i n s t b o t h 
the d o c t r i n e of w o m e n ' s r i g h t s a n d its p r o p o n -
ents. 
O n c e the s t r u g g l e was j o i n e d the w o m e n were 
r e m i n d e d j u s t h o w p o w e r l e s s they were . U n i v e r -
sit ies, press a n d g o v e r n m e n t were a l l u n d e r m a l e 
c o n t r o l . E v e n w h e n e lements o f these were s y m -
p a t h e t i c to f e m i n i s m it was o n m a l e terms f r o m a 
m a l e perspect ive . A n d cont roversary a n d r i d i c -
u l e q u i c k l y scared off the fa int hearted. T h e p o l i -
t i c i a n s were a m o n g the first to g o . T h a t w o m e n 
m i g h t be o f f e n d e d o n the suf f rage q u e s t i o n 
t rans la ted o n l y o b l i q u e l y i n t o votes t h r o u g h 
p o s s i b l e m a l e s y m p a t h i z e r s . T h a t a s i g n i f i c a n t 
e lement o f the m a l e electorate s h o u l d be antag-
o n i z e d o n the same issue spe l led direct loss of 
s u p p o r t . I n a n y p o l i t i c a l c o n f r o n t a t i o n the w o -
m e n were b o u n d to lose. 
T h e m i d 1890s saw the expectat ions of the 
f e m i n i s t s l a rge ly dashed as o n e A m e r i c a n state 
after a n o t h e r rejected suffrage p r o p o s a l s a n d 
legis lat ive s u p p o r t for suffrage measures d e c l i n e d 
i n each C a n a d i a n p r o v i n c e . A s a n o p p o n e n t 
g lee fu l ly p o i n t e d out , even the M e t h o d i s t C h u r c h , 
w h o s e leaders s u p p o r t e d p r o h i b i t i o n a n d w o -
m e n ' s suffrage h a d rejected the a p p o i n t m e n t of 
w o m e n as o f f i c i a l representatives to a l o c a l c o n -
ference. 2 1 I n 1897 at the H a l i f a x L o c a l C o u n c i l , 
w h i c h n o w suffered a d e c l i n e i n m e m b e r s h i p , a 
w o m a n i n q u i r e d as to the source of their " f a i l -
u r e s " o n l y to be r e b u k e d by A n n a L e o n o w e n s 
w h o u r g e d that the C o u n c i l "refuse to a c k n o w l -
edge the w o r d 'defeat ' " a n d "press f o r w a r d . " 2 2 
B u t brave ta lk c o u u l d n o t concea l their d i s a p -
p o i n t m e n t . A m i d a c l i m a t e of a n t i - f e m i n i s t reac-
t i o n , w h a t p r o g r a m s or strategy c o u l d f e m i n i s t 
leaders offer w h i c h w o u l d c o n t i n u e to r a l l y 
w o m e n to the cause? 
I n the W C T U i n 1897, E d i t h A r c h i b a l d s u g -
gested that, s ince " w o m e n ' s r i g h t s " h a d been so 
c r i t i c i z e d , they s h o u l d ta lk m o r e of the " r i g h t s of 
c h i l d r e n . " 2 3 H e r s was n o t a n a b a n d o n m e n t of 
f e m i n i s m but a p r a g m a t i c shif t of e m p h a s i s to 
g o a l s w h i c h e n j o y e d s o m e h o p e of ach ievement 
i n the near fu ture . T h e r e was m u c h w h i c h 
needed to be d o n e to i m p r o v e the lo t of w o m e n 
w h i c h c o u l d be r a t i o n a l i z e d as b e i n g w i t h i n 
w o m e n ' s t r a d i t i o n a l sphere. A r c h i b a l d d r o p p e d 
her suffrage act iv i t ies a n d as pres ident of the 
L o c a l C o u n c i l l e d the c a m p a i g n to organize the 
H a l i f a x V i c t o r i a n O r d e r of N u r s e s . T h e H a l i f a x 
f e m i n i s t s r e t u r n e d to w o m e n ' s suffrage a n d 
m o r e o b v i o u s l y - f e m i n i s t causes whenever they 
be l ieved progress was feasible. M e a n w h i l e , they 
w o r k e d to b u i l d u p w o m e n ' s o r g a n i z a t i o n s 
t h r o u g h a n e m p h a s i s o n s o c i a l r e f o r m — a n 
i m p o r t a n t c l o a k for f e m i n i s t goals i n a c i ty, 
w h i c h was o n e - t h i r d R o m a n C a t h o l i c , at a t ime 
w h e n the H i e r a r c h y were s t rongly o p p o s e d to 
w h a t they p e r c e i v e d to be a threat to the f a m i l y . 
W h e n e v e r p o s s i b l e the leaders a v o i d e d t a k i n g 
a c o n f r o n t a t i o n i s t stance o n f e m i n i s t issues. F o r 
that p u r p o s e the m a t e r n a l i s t i c p h i l o s o p h y was 
very u s e f u l . Indeed, A r c h i b a l d a n d A g n e s D e n -
n i s , her successor i n the C o u n c i l pres idency , v i r -
t u a l l y s m o t h e r e d the conservat ives w i t h a mater-
n a l i s t i c r h e t o r i c o n every issue suggest ive of 
controversy . M e a n w h i l e the o r g a n i z a t i o n grew 
a n d was i n a s tronger p o s i t i o n to address f e m i -
nist issues w h e n they d i d surface. In 1910 the 
L o c a l C o u n c i l e m p h a t i c a l l y endorsed w o m e n ' s 
suf frage . I n 1917, s w e l l e d by the a f f i l i a t i o n s 
g a i n e d t h r o u g h r e f o r m a n d w a r w o r k the C o u n -
c i l s p o k e for a m e m b e r s h i p of m o r e t h a n three 
t h o u s a n d w h e n it endorsed the same r e s o l u t i o n 
i n " a u n a n i m o u s s t a n d i n g v o t e . " In that year 
A r c h i b a l d led the suffrage d e l e g a t i o n to the 
L e g i s l a t u r e a n d R i t c h i e c o n d u c t e d the p u b l i c i t y 
c a m p a i g n w h i c h preceeded it. T h e C o u n c i l later 
spearheaded the d r i v e to register w o m e n voters 
a n d A r c h i b a l d l ed i n the a t t e m p t to i n f i l t r a t e the 
federal L i b e r a l - C o n s e r v a t i v e P a r t y . 2 4 
B a c c h i ' s e x p l a n a t i o n for the u l t i m a t e a t ta in-
ment of w o m e n ' s suffrage suggests that the l o n g 
r a n g e strategy of the f e m i n i s t s w h o e x h i b i t e d a 
materna l p h i l o s o p h y real ly w o r k e d — t h a t govern-
ments were so re-assured by the deferent ia l 
w o m e n w i t h their m a t e r n a l i s t i c ra t ionales that 
they a l l o w e d w o m e n ' s suffrage to pass. A r c h i -
b a l d a n d her c o l l e a g u e s — h a d they ever t h o u g h t 
of i t — w o u l d have c o n s i d e r e d any d i f f i c u l t y their 
m a t e r n a l i s t i c r h e t o r i c m i g h t have caused later 
f e m i n i s t s a fair trade-off aga ins t the p o t e n t i a l l y 
use fu l w e a p o n of the b a l l o t w h i c h it h e l p e d to 
place i n their h a n d s . 
B a c c h i ' s s tudy o f C a n a d i a n suffragists raises 
some issues w h i c h m u s t be cons idered by any 
student of the p e r i o d a n d is the source o f u s e f u l 
i n f o r m a t i o n . B u t the p i c t u r e of the C a n a d i a n 
suffragists w h i c h it presents is o p e n to q u e s t i o n . 
Were the H a l i f a x suffragists s i g n i f i c a n t l y di f fer -
ent i n their m o t i v e s a n d goals f r o m suffragists 
e lsewhere i n the country? T h e answer to this 
q u e s t i o n is to be f o u n d i n m o r e l o c a l studies. W e 
a l s o need a genera l treatment of the suffrage 
m o v e m e n t i n C a n a d a w h i c h w o u l d c o m b i n e 
C l e v e r d o n ' s scope i n i n t e r - r e g i o n a l c o m p a r i s o n , 
B a c c h i ' s r e v i s i o n i s t s k e p t i c i s m , a n d the ba lance 
a n d m a t u r i t y w h i c h are b e g i n n i n g to character-
ize recent N o r t h A m e r i c a n s c h o l a r s h i p i n the 
f i e l d . 
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